
The relationship between gameplay, narrative/story-telling and cinematic elements in game design.

Introduction

Narrative's place in the game medium continues to be debated, both by academics and industry 

professionals. From a theoretical position, Gonzalo Frasca highlights the issues in his paper on Ludology;

! “Literary theory and narratology have been helpful to understand cybertexts and videogames ... 

! However, there is another dimension that has been usually almost ignored when studying this kind of 

! computer software: to analyse them as games.” (Frasca, 1999)

Frasca's position is that games should be analysed as games, with narrative simply the product of gameplay 

and the “defined set of rules” (Frasca, 1999) that gameplay creates. This attitude has been echoed by the 

industry itself, which has often marginalised game writing, leaving writers to lament “game writing is still 

comprised of projects that fall into the ‘we-didn’t-think-we-needed-a-writer-but-now-we-do-and-we-have-no-

budget-left-and-two-months-until-we-ship’ category” (Pratchett, 2008). Despite this, narrative in games is 

becoming increasingly pervasive. The UK All Format Game Chart for November 12th, 2011, shows that six of 

the current top ten games all have story components (e.g. Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 or Uncharted 3: 

Drake's Deception) (The Guardian, 2011). Narrative elements are also becoming more prevalent in genres 

not previously known for strong story delivery. Fighting game Mortal Kombat (Warner Bros, 2011) has been 

remade with a story mode where the plot can change depending on the player’s success or failures in fights 

(M. Edwards, 2011). Even driving games have narrative elements included, for example F1 2011’s 

(Codemasters, 2011) Live the Life sequences. (Robinson, 2011)

! In the face of this conflicting evidence, this report seeks to analyse the reasons that games are 

increasingly including narrative elements, explores what affect these narrative elements have on gameplay, 

considers why there might still be a reticence to include writers early in videogame projects and a look at the 

future of narrative’s interaction with gameplay. 
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Part 1 - Why is Narrative Included in Games? 

!

! Most game writers agree that narrative is capable of supporting and enhancing gameplay, often 

expressed by the game writer’s maxim of “storytelling must serve the game” (Danuser and Seamster, 2009). 

One model for producing an optimum gameplay experience is the Flow Model (Chen, 2007), where games 

are designed to maximise the player’s experience of flow, which “represents the feeling of complete and 

energised focus in an activity” (Chen, 2007). Games that exhibit flow include:

• Challenging activity; 

• The merging of action and awareness; 

• Clear goals;

• Direct feedback;

• A sense of control;

• A loss of self-consciousness;

• An altered sense of time. (Chen, 2007)

For narrative to support gameplay, it must enhance the components that help produce a feeling of flow. In 

other words, the goal of the game writers must be consistent with that of the game designers. Chen 

describes games that have properties of flow as making the player feel “immersed” (Chen, 2007). The 

importance of immersion is consistent with one perspective of the importance of game narrative, which lists 

the goals of narrative in games as: increasing immersion, rewarding the player, and identification (Dansky, 

2007). 

! For Dansky, narrative enhances immersion by providing “a sufficiently believable context” (Dansky, 

2007) for the game events. Using First Person Shooters as an example we see that, despite the core 

gameplay of moving a targeting reticule and pressing a button to defeat a target being largely consistent, the 

genre has produced an array of immersive titles whose differences are defined by their narrative content, 

from the science-fiction of Killzone 3 (Guerilla Games, 2011) to the World War II themed Medal of Honour 

(EA, 1999) (Dansky, 2007). In this model, narrative serves as reward for players, who are conditioned “to 

receive another chunk of narrative after overcoming a particularly tough challenge” (Dansky, 2007). 

! Identification is defined by Dansky as the narrative generating the desire to identify with the game’s 

main protagonist and to explain “the state of the world” (Dansky, 2007). Here, however, his definition appears 
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to overlap with that of immersion, as knowledge of the state of the world is part of the believable context for 

the player's actions. This could explain why not all writers agree that these are the only key roles that 

narrative plays in game design. 

! Michael Mateas and Andrew Stern propose three key roles that narrative has in enhancing 

interaction. Whilst they agree with Dansky’s view that increasing immersion is a role of narrative, they list 

“agency, and transformation” (Mateas and Stern, 2006), as opposed to identification and reward, as the other 

two key roles for narrative in games. Agency is defined here as the “empowerment that comes from being 

able to take action in a world whose effects relate to the player’s intentions” (Mateas and Stern, 2006). They 

also mention transformation, which could have three distinct meanings: the game allowing the player to 

transform themselves into something else for the duration of the experience, the game providing a multitude 

of experiences, or the game taking the player on a journey of personal transformation (Mateas and Stern, 

2006). 

! As mentioned, immersion is consistent between both lists (with identification subsumed by 

immersion) leaving the key roles of narrative in improving gameplay as: increasing immersion, rewarding the 

player, giving the player agency and letting the player experience a transformation. This is consistent with 

the model of flow presented by Jenova Chen: immersion is the end goal of the flow model, the feeling of 

being immersed is the achievement of ‘flow’, agency relates to the concept of “a sense of control” (Chen, 

2007), a transformation could be equated to “a loss of self-consciousness” (Chen, 2007), and rewarding the 

player is a method of “direct and immediate feedback” (Chen, 2007). If narrative delivers in these four areas 

it will enhance gameplay and improve the player experience. 

! It is now important to determine, despite the evidence for what narrative brings to gameplay, why 

writers are often left off project teams for so long and what the potential challenges are when integrating 

narrative with gameplay.
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Part 2 - What are the current challenges of mixing narrative and gameplay?

! Many established game writers, including Mary DeMarle, highlight the issues with integrating story 

and game. She puts it simply, saying that “story and game are essentially incompatible” (DeMarle, 2007). 

This point is strongly echoed by John Feil, who states “You may have noticed this before: story does not 

belong in games” (Feil, 2009).

! DeMarle explains this by saying that the power of a story is its structure, whereas the power of a 

game comes from its freedom. A novel or film relies on authorial control, whereas in a game the player 

character is, essentially, out of the writer’s control. (DeMarle, 2007). However, DeMarle and Feil do 

contradict each other. Whilst DeMarle asserts that structure is what holds story in game back, Feil highlights 

structure as a strength of stories in games, suggesting that story structure provides “a framework, a 

motivation, for all that running and jumping” (Feil, 2009).

! Further to story and narrative being incompatible, many commentators argue that “narrative is not an 

essential element of games” (Samyn, 2010). A puzzle game like Tetris is an example of a game without any 

obvious narrative elements. However, one could look at Angry Birds or Cut the Rope as the modern 

descendants of Tetris, with their focus on simple puzzling, and notice the addition of characters and simple 

narrative ideas (the story of birds trying to recover their eggs from evil pigs) to bolster their appeal. If 

narrative is not essential and largely incompatible with games, why is it creeping into more and more titles 

and genres? 

! I would argue that it is because narrative, even before the creation of character and setting, is 

present in the almost all games. Implicit narrative, otherwise called emergent narrative, involves “the 

interaction of elements within the game system to develop events that may be interpreted by the player as 

story” (Boon, 2007) and is present in virtually every game. A simple example might be the story that develops 

whilst playing a sport game, or the particular interaction between the player, the game’s artificial intelligence, 

and environment design, to create a unique and unscripted combat situation (Boon, 2007). This is because 

games tend to have relationships between elements we are familiar with and “it’s very human to pretend 

these elements are characters in a story” (Samyn, 2010). With the slightest amount of context, players will 

naturally fill in the blanks and start creating their own stories, whether they be the life and death battles of 

two pixellated spacecraft, the importance of a match between two digital football teams, or the faceless
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racers that you must duel in Gran Turismo. Whilst this form of narrative doesn’t require any narrative design, 

it enhances the game experience and can be simply built on by formal storytelling. The additional formal 

types of narrative in videogame storytelling are: formal narrative, interactive narrative and interactive story 

(Boon, 2007). Formal narrative, the delivery of planned story elements, can add context and story depth to a 

game, creating emotional gameplay scenarios that give players clear and immersive goals. Interactive 

narrative combines implicit and formal narrative, “relating interacting game elements to formal narrative, 

allowing the player’s actions to affect the delivery of narrative” (Boon, 2007). Many commentators in this area 

assert that for narrative to successfully impact gameplay the player must “cause the events to occur through 

effort rather than passively observing as these events unfold” (Howard 2008). Interactive story is a broader 

reading of the impact of interactive narrative, where a player’s actions affect the story as a whole. Heavy 

Rain would be examples of this type of narrative. (Boon, 2007)

! Similar analysis is offered by Soulban and Orkin (2009), who identify four types of game narrative as; 

gamespace narrative, empathic narrative, supporting narrative and independent narrative. Though their 

categories are slightly different, the core theory remains; by building a gameworld, with gameplay systems 

that govern the player’s interaction within it, a narrative is created, even if it is largely created by the player’s 

imagination. This narrative can then be built on with formal elements (characters, back story, etc) all 

providing reasons for the player to carry out their actions, with these actions creating at least the illusion of 

affecting changes on the world (Soulban and Orkin, 2009).

! It appears that, whilst narrative presents a design challenge, and though it might never be a defining 

characteristic of a game, human beings’ instinct to search for meaning in the interaction of familiar and 

unfamiliar elements means that narrative will continue to appear in a variety of titles across a broad range of 

genres. 
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Part 3 - Future Interactions Between Gameplay and Narrative

! An acknowledgement of implicit narrative, and an appreciation that it "is a mode of narrative 

available to games but unavailable to movies or novels" (Boon, 2007) provides us with a clue that traditional 

writing and formal narrative are not necessarily components that will be part of the future of the medium. Not 

every game will have narrative elements but, according to Evan Skolnick, those that do will embrace the idea 

of implicit (emergent) narrative. Skolnick argues that, whilst the current generation of home consoles 

impresses with “their eye-popping graphics, motion-picture-quality digital audio, bone-crushingly realistic 

physics and continually evolving gameplay mechanics” (Skolnick, 2008) today's games "remain shockingly 

limited with regard to what the player can actually do and how many ways the fiction can react” (Skolnick, 

2008). 

! So, despite the amount of implicit narratives that can be created by interactions with gameplay 

systems, and the many ways that narrative can add to the immersion a player experiences, the current rules 

set in place by writers and designers are restricting narrative outcomes and gameplay interactions. Skolnick 

envisions games with “Game Story Generation Systems” (Skolnick, 2008), where a technological focus has 

been put on automatic story generation rather than graphics or audio. These systems would be able to 

automatically generate NPCs (non-playable characters) and control their behaviour so they resembled 

realistic characters, would be able to generate realistic (and character consistent) dialogue automatically 

along with the ability to produce accurate and well-acted audio speech, and the ability to generate, check 

and adapt story structures to player behaviour in order to take the story in interesting directions. This model, 

with game writers as architects of the worlds, would enhance player agency and immersion and strongly 

differentiate games from non-interactive media, enhancing the interplay between gameplay and narrative as 

well as “evolving a new and unique kind of storytelling” (Skolnick, 2008). 

! Skolnick’s vision of the interaction between gameplay and narrative elements in the future is not the 

only one. Mateas and Stern advocate a gameplay and narrative interaction style called “Interactive 

Drama” (Mateas and Stern, 2006) which is currently not possible because “the current state of AI is nowhere 

near the point of producing systems that can write good linear plays on their own” (Mateas and Stern, 2006). 

Whilst Skolnick describes and emergent story system set in pre-built worlds, which are then shaped by the 

player's hand through a wide array of player choices, Mateas and Stern are focussed more on 
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authorial intent, presenting a world shaped by an AI system but designed to be more restrictive, limiting 

available player actions to maximise dramatic scenarios. Both ideas are exciting, and represent a fascinating 

insight into what is possible for future interactions between gameplay and narrative.

Part 4 - Conclusion. 

          ! “Videogames, being relatively new, are still developing their storytelling capacity” (Boon, 2007). 

Professionals are still discovering what is effective and what can be improved upon and, despite the current 

challenges of storytelling and its interaction with gameplay, we have also seen the opportunities for narrative 

to improve the players immersion in the game world, their sense of agency as well as the ability for narrative 

to enhance core aspects of the Flow Model of Game design, as presented by Jenova Chen (2007). 

Narrative-driven games remain popular with consumers and are well-received by the gaming press, and the 

spread of narrative elements into games that don’t traditionally include story is ongoing. As writers and 

designers knowledge grows, there is no sign of this popularity diminishing. 

! Further research is required into the varied possibilities for interactive narrative as the technologies 

of story generation and AI improve, catching up with the current cinematic levels of graphics and sound. As 

this technology aligns to the aspiration of the storytellers, the role of the writer in game design may change 

and the way that narrative is presented to the player could drastically alter. However the opportunity to create 

new gameplay experiences will be vast. Whether Skolnick or Mateas and Stern’s model is proved correct, or 

whether interactive narrative takes an entirely different direction, it would appear that narrative certainly does 

have a place in the future of the videogame medium.
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